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Afterimage 


Author's Notes: 
This is an AU story that is a work in progress. I\'ll be updating it as | work on it! Trigger warning: Character 
death. 


Memory could be such a funny thing. Some days he prayed that time would blur the edges of his recollection 
and blunt the jagged points that pierced his mind, but then the fear of forgetting would grip him, and his chest 
would tighten as he desperately clutched those last moments to himself before they could slip away. They 


were all he had. 


In his mind's eye, he could see it. He and Geddy were standing at the door connecting their two rooms (they 
had found it convenient to get adjoining rooms whenever possible -- it made for a lot less harrowing sneaking 


around in the small hours of the morning), and Alex was getting steadily more annoyed. 


Geddy had been so imnitable lately. He seemed to always have a headache, too. Alex figured that he probably 
just needed to get his eyeglass prescription changed and maybe to cut back on the burgundy and he'd be fine, 
but Ged was a stubborn pain in the ass and had dragged his feet on so much as making an optometrist 


appointment. Instead, he took out his frustrations by making needling comments to Alex whenever the 


opportunity arose. 

"And another thing, Lerxst, your timing was WAY off on ‘Limelight: tonight. WAY off" 

"Well, | don't know about --" 

"Not to mention that you came in late on ‘Headlong Flight." 

"Ged, | == 

"Oh, and really, you shouldn't wear that shirt ever again. It makes you look really fat. I'd burn it, if | were you." 
|- 

"GOD, would you stop interrupting me? | can't get a word in! Anyway, come to bed, l'm fucking exhausted." 
"No, | don't think so." 

Geddy had already turned away from the door, but stopped and turned back "What do you mean, 'no'?" 
"Frankly, | don't much feel like it. You've done nothing but pick on me all day." 


Geddy sighed and lifted his glasses to rub his eyes. "Geez, l'm sorry, Lerxst. l'm being an asshole. It's just that 


| have one of those damn headaches again. Come to bed with me, please?" 


"No, | think we could both use some time to ourselves. I'm just gonna sleep over here in my room.’ 
Geddy's hand dropped back to his side and he glared at Alex. "Well, fuck you then" He slammed the door. 


Alex hesitated for a moment, reconsidering, then shook his head. No. This had gone on for long enough. Maybe 
a night sleeping alone would readjust Ged's attitude. He stripped down to his underwear, then crawled into bed 


and tried to let go of his annoyance and hurt so he could get some sleep. 


His alarm went off early the next morning. He had a T am. tee time at a local golf club, and he wanted to get 
out there and get IB holes in before the course regulars showed up. He knocked on the adjoining door, thinking 
he'd see if Geddy was ready to apologize yet, but got no response. Oh, well, he must be asleep, he thought. 
Maybe he'll be in a better mood today if he got a good night's rest. 


He did poorly on the links, scoring a little worse than he usually did, but it was a beautiful, crisp fall morning, 
and he remembered thinking that his life was pretty damn good. In fact, it was pretty freakin’ close to perfect. 
It was silly to hold a grudge. He figured if Geddy was still asleep when he got back, he'd surprise him by 
crawling into his bed. Maybe they'd even have some good old-fashioned make-up sex. He grinned at the 


thought as he slung his clubs into the back of the rental car and drove back to the hotel. 

He was so caught up in the tantalizing prospect of some midmorning lovin’ that he walked right past Neil 
"Alex: 

He set his bag down and turned, surprised, to find his bandmate. 

"Oh, hey, Neill What are you doing here? | figured you'd be miles away by now" 

Neil shook his head, God, he locked old all of a sudden Old and tired and sad 

"Alex, | need to talk to you" 

"All right, well, come on up to my room!" 


"No, | think it would be better if we talked down here. Come on, the manager said we could use this conference 


room.” 

"What the hell, Neil? You look like somebody died or something.” 

"Alex, please, come with me." 

Alex followed Neil into the conference room, bewildered. Had Pratt finally had enough of touring? Was he ready 
to retire? He sat down and faced the drummer, then reached for his cell phone. If Neil was going to make an 
announcement, Geddy should join them. 


"Let me call Ged He was asleep when | left, but if this is important, he'll want to hear it too." 


Neil took the phone from him and looked as though he was forcing back tears. "Alex, this is about Ged. He's - 
-" He took a deep breath. "He's gone, Alex. I'm so sorry." 


Alex blinked. "What do you mean, he's gone? He's probably just out for a jog or something. You know how he is 
when he gets on his fitness kicks." 


"No, | mean -- He's -- Alex, he's dead" 
Alex suddenly felt dizzy. Then he forced a chuckle. 
"Oh, that's a good one, Neil, but you're not very convincing." 


"Alex --" 


"No, seriously. Did Ged put you up to this? | mean, | know he was pissed that | didn't want to spend the night 
with him, but really." His heart was pounding, and sweat began to prickle along the back of his neck. 


"It's not a joke, Alex." Neil's voice was soft. 
"Give it up! Its not really very funny, you know." His voice sounded scratchy to his own ears. 
"| know it's hard to believe." 


"You're damn right, it's hard to believe!" Alex was starting to get mad, now. His face grew hot. "Cut it out! And 
really, you of all people should know not to pull this kind of stunt." He felt tears start to roll down his face. 
God, why am | crying over a stupid prank? "| mean, it doesn't even make any sense! He's always watching what 
he eats and exercising and crap! l'm the heart attack waiting to happen! He's gonna live to be a hundred and 


ten!" He slapped the veneer of the table hard enough to shoot tiny darts of pain up his arm. 


"They don't know what happened, but they don't think he suffered. The maid found him this morning, laying in 
bed." 


"You're wrong, Neill You're just plain wrong! He's going to come walking in that door in just a minute, you'll see.. 


You'll see!" He shook his finger at Neil. 


Neil looked at him and slowly shook his head. Alex saw that he was crying now, too. That's when he knew it was 
true, and that's when everything collapsed. Sitting in an anonymous hotel conference room, the scent of old 


coffee lingering in the air, his nearly-perfect life became hell. 


Memory Can Be too Much to Carry 


Somehow, he'd managed to do and say all the right things, all the things expected of someone who had just lost 
his best friend and bandmate of over four decades. He was able to act appropriately saddened -- somber, yes, 
grieving, certainly, but only to a certain point. By throwing every ounce of his concentration and energy behind 
the effort, he managed not to break down sobbing and wailing in front of the cameras, even after the funeral, 
when they scattered the ashes at Rogers Centre. No, he was doing an excellent job of pretending that he 


wasn't in agony. 


He just wanted to be left alone, but no one seemed willing to let him be alone. They didn't know exactly what he 
was going through, but his nearest and dearest had swarmed around him, trying to distract him in every 
waking moment. Too bad that was the last thing he wanted. All he wanted was to be by himself to cry himself 
sick over his Geddy. 


Neil was the latest offender. Frankly, Alex was a little surprised that he'd jumped on the "lets-cheer-up- 
Lerxst" bandwagon. Neil knew how deeply he was hurting, both because he'd been there and because he was 
one of the few people who actually knew what he and Geddy had meant to each other; Alex figured that if 
anyone would understand his need for space, it would be Pratt. But no, he'd insisted that Alex come to 
California for a few days. At least he'd sent Carrie and Olivia away to Disneyland for the weekend, so the two 
of them could talk freely. 


The problem with that was that Alex didn't feel much like talking. They'd just finished cleaning up after a 
nearly-silent dinner, and they sat at the dining room table -- Neil with a cup of coffee, and Alex with a 
perhaps overlarge glass of scotch. 


"How are you holding up?" Neil's deep, rumbling voice was colored with worry. 


"Fine," muttered Alex, not looking up from his drink. Neil didn't respond, and after a few moments, Alex looked 


up to find him looking at him with a mixture of sadness and disappointment on his face. 

"Come on, Alex. Don't bullshit me. You're obviously not okay." 

Alex felt his muscles tense. He shut his eyes tight. He knew that if he let go, he might not ever be able to get 
control of himself again. Then he felt Neil's hand close around his bicep and give a gentle squeeze, and the dam 
broke. 


Hot tears began to course down his face, and his body shook uncontrollably. He buried his face in his hands. 


"There was always going to be more time, Neil.. There was always going to be more time, and then there 


wasn't.” 


"Alex.. Alex, listen, you two had a good life together." 


"No! We didn't! We didn't have a life together. We had good parts of a life together. We had so many chances, 


and we blew every single one of them! | even blew my chance that --" he choked on a sob "-- that last night” 
It was an aneurysm. You couldn't have done anything. The doctors said he probably didn't even wake up." 


"That's not the point! | could have BEEN THERE with him, at least! He asked me to stay with him, but | wanted 


to teach him a lesson. He died alone because of me, and | never got the chance to say goodbye." 

Neil made several attempts to say something comforting, but Alex was inconsolable. He cried for what seemed 
like hours, though he still felt as though he'd barely scratched the surface. Finally, he ran out of tears. He 
raised his head and looked Neil in the eyes. 

“There just wasn't enough time." 

Neil smiled at him sadly. "There never is." 


Alex held his gaze for a moment, then downed the rest of his scotch and stood. 


"Thanks for the advice, and fuck you. I'm going to bed" With that, he pushed his chair away from the table 


and strode out of the room. 


Nocturne 


Author's Notes: 
This is where the weird stuff starts. 


Neil followed Alex out the back door and into the yard, dogging his steps. He wished that Neil would be angry 
and leave him alone, but instead he just looked worried. Alex didn't say anything until he reached the front door 
of the guest house, then turned to face his friendly tormentor. 


"No offense, Neil, but | don't want to hear any more of your "World Champion Grief-Stricken Widower" shit, 
okay? You have no idea how l'm feeling. When Jackie died, everyone expected you to fall apart; they understood. 
| have to go on and pretend like | haven't lost everything when all | want to do is crawl into bed and never get 


back out." 
‘lm afraid to leave you alone when you talk like that." 


Alex rolled his eyes. "Don't worry, I'm not going to off myself. What good would that do? It wouldn't get Ged 
back. Honest to God, | just want to be by myself for a little while so that | can lose it in peace. Can you give 


me that? Does that make any sense to you, or am | crazy?" 


"No... No.. That makes a lot of sense. I'm sorry, | feel like a horse's ass. Take all the time you need, | won't 


interrupt you. You can stay here as long as you want." 


"Thanks for the offer, but | think that might cause some hurt feelings with my family. No, I'll be out of your 


hair Monday morning, just like we planned. | just -- Give me some space tonight, okay?" 
"Sure thing. You know where I'll be if you want to talk, so don't hesitate to knock on the door." 
"Will do." 


Alex closed the door and watched Neil walk up the garden path and then up to the main house. He waited to 
break down again, but nothing happened. Instead he felt empty, numb. He had been serious when he promised 
Neil he wouldn't hurt himself, but shit didn't start improving, well, he might have to reconsider. 


He sat down on the bed and willed himself to cry. He thought of the times he and Geddy had stayed in the 
guest house. It was such a luxury to sleep together in a big, comfortable bed that wasn't part of an 
anonymous room in a hotel. Alex always thought of it as being like they had a real home of their very own. He 


waited for the tears to come. His eyes stung a little bit, but that was all. Mostly, he just felt exhausted. 


"What a goddamn waste of time," he announced to the empty bedroom. It was if he'd held all of his feelings for 


Geddy in for so long that they couldn't come out no matter what the circumstance. Well, fuck it. If he couldn't 


mourn, at least he could try to get some sleep. 


Alex shrugged off his clothes and left them in a pile next to the bed. He didn't feel like bothering getting into 
his pajamas, so he just climbed under the sheets in his underwear and turned out the light. He actually smiled 
for just a moment, remembering the feeling of Dirk snuggled up next to him under the covers. His eyelids 


fluttered shut. 


The next thing he knew, he was walking along a barren landscape. It seemed to be a desert, but he wasn't 
uncomfortably hot. He looked down at himself -- still in his boxers. Well, that explained why he wasn't too 
warm, but not why the soles of his feet weren't burning on the glaring sand. Ah, / must be dreaming, | guess, he 


thought. 


This was quite possibly the dullest dream he had ever dreamt. There weren't any features to the landscape 
other than dune after rolling dune of sand, so far as he could tell. Might as well keep walking, maybe something 
will happen 


He trudged for what seemed like forever, not feeling tired, not feeling thirsty, not really feeling much of 
anything. Finally, though, in the distance, he spied a shape. Out of a lack of anything better to do, he decided to 
walk toward it. As he got closer, he realized that the shape was more than just a shape, it was a figure, and it 


was moving around. 


In true dream fashion, once he recognized the figure for what it was, the distance between them disappeared 
and he found himself next to the object of his wandering. Not only was it a person, it was a male person. Alex 
could tell right away, because the guy was totally nude. He was also looking at a wristwatch (okay, he wasn't 


fotally nude) and tapping his foot impatiently. He looked up at Alex, annoyed 
"Oh! There you arel It's about time. You are very, very slow, do you know that?" 

"Excuse me? This is my dream, I'l be as slow as | want!" 

"Dream, heh. Yeah, cute. Anyway, we're late now, so let's get a move on" 

"Wait just a second! Let's get a move on to do what? Where are we? And who the fuck are you?" 


"Hmm. Well, let's leave the ‘what for just a mo’. And as to ‘where,’ we really aren't anyplace in particular. And 


as to ‘who,' I'm insulted! You should know who | am!" 


The figure turned his back, and suddenly a giant red star zoomed out of the cloudless blue sky. It stopped just 
in front of the naked man, who stretched his arm out towards it. A moment later, the star's boundaries began 
to blur and merge, and morphed into a giant floating brain. The figure jumped atop it and struck a jaunty 
pointing pose, his hair suddenly grown longer and shaggier. He held the pose for a moment, then spun back 


around and dropped into a squat. He was grinning from ear to ear. 


"Recognize me yet?" 

‘Oh, very clever. You're a butt model." 

"And a good looking butt it is, but no, more of a butt archetype. An asstype, if you will” 

"Whatever you say. That still doesn't tell me you who you are or what I'm doing here." 

Still grinning, the man began to sing in an off-key voice that reminded Alex of his own. "You can call me 
Cygnus, the god of balance | will be!" He cackled, obviously pleased with himself. "Or, call me Starman, Or.. 


Actually, | think you calling me Watchmaker would probably be the best. I'll show you a good time." 


Alex groaned. He wasn't in the mood for come-ons or for bad puns, whichever it was this guy was spewing. 


"Look, buddy, | just want to wake up and go on with my shitty life, okay?" 


"Do you? | didn't think that's what you wanted. | thought you wanted a second chance. And a third, and a 
fourth, and a fifth, and." 


"So what if | do? It's not like you or anybody else can give that to me." 
"And that's where you're wrong, my chubby, balding friend. Hop up here and I'll tell you all about it" The figure 


was now sitting on top of the brain, his legs dangling over the side. He patted the cerebral cortex next to him, 


then reached his hand toward Alex. 


| Wish that | Could Live it All Again 


What the hell, why not? thought Alex. It was only a dream, after all. He started to grab for the Watchmoker's 


hand, but then drew back, squeamish. "It's not a real brain, is it?" 


The Watchmaker rolled his eyes. "No, of course its not a real brain. It's foam rubber. Where would | get a 
giant floating brain out here in the middle of the desert?" 


Alex took the Watchmaker‘s hand, and like magic he was boosted to the top of the brain. As he settled in, he 
realized that it wasn't foam rubber at all. It was the consistency of rubbery pasta, and somewhat slimy. 
Worst of all, it was warm. He glared at the Watchmaker in disgust, and the Watchmaker responded with a peal 
of laughter. 

"Gotchal It is a real brain! Its yours! Funny, huh?" 


"Yeah, it's a riot. Remind me to visit a psychiatrist as soon as | wake up, all right?" 


"Sheesh, some people can't take a joke. You know, that's your problem, Živojinović. You have no sense of 


humor." 

"Listen, are you going to tell me about this deal of yours, or what?" 

"Less of a deal, really, and more of a once-in-an-infinity-of-lifetimes opportunity.” 
"Why do | feel like you're going to sell me a timeshare?" 


"Not a timeshare, but time. Thats what you wanted, isn’t it? Time to go back and change what you'd done? 
More time with Geddy?" 


Alex flinched. It was the first time that the Watchmaker had said Geddy's name, and Alex wasn't sure that he 
liked it. 


"What if | did? Like | said, its not like you or anyone else can fix that" 
"Suppose | could Would you?" 

‘In a heartbeat" 

"Shake on it?" 


"Sure." Alex shook the Watchmaker's hand. He wasn't sure what he expected to happen.. A burst of light, a 
fanfare, Allen Funt jumping out of the brain holding hands with Ashton Kutcher, something. But there was 


nothing but the same naked guy on top of a brain in the middle of the desert. 

"Well?" 

"Well, what?" 

"Well, so did it work?" 

"Did what work?" 

"The spell or whatever. Whatever's going to give me this second chance you promised me." 

‘Oh, there's no spell, brother. It just is what it is. Are you ready to get started?" 

"Of course!" 

"All right, there are just a few things you should know. You'll be shown a series of scenes from your life, 
some of which you don't consciously remember. These are times that you wish you had done things 
differently. After each scene, time will stop, then reverse. You'll find yourself inside the scene, and you'll get to 
make your changes. Once you've given it your best shot, you'll be yanked back out of the scene and move onto 
the next one. You don't get to stick around, even if you really like where you are. Capisce?" 

"Yeah, | got it. It's fucked-up, but | think | got it" 

"Okay. The thing is, after a certain point, the choices that you make may well change the course of events to 
the point that you will no longer recognize your life as you have lived it. If that happens, you'll just be brought 
to certain crucial points where things could go one way or another, and you'll have to make your choices blind." 


Alex nodded. "Fine, fine, that's all fine." 


"And last, but not least, you can't change any of the choices that anybody else makes. You're not some puppet 


master that can just make everybody around you dance to whatever tune you want." 


"Yes, okay, all right, yes! Can we get on with this?" He had to admit that his skepticism was all but gone. If this 


was a dream, who was to say that it couldn't happen? Could he really get to see Geddy alive and well again? 


"I thought you'd never ask! Come on, lets gol" The Watchmaker stood up, bringing his crotch level with Alex's 


head. Alex made a face. 
"Could you put some pants on first? You're really creeping me out" 


"Aw, I'm not as cute as Geddykins? I'm wounded, really | am. But, if you're going to be a baby about it." The 
Watchmaker gestured, and in a blinding flash of light, was fully clothed. Specifically, he was fully clothed in 


Alex's outfit from the 2112 album cover. 


"Geezus, | don't know why you would ever wear these pants! They're so tight, my ancestors can feel it! All 


right, stand up, then take my hands and close your eyes.” 


Alex did as he was told Suddenly, he felt a jolt, then a nearly-overpowering wave of nausea. He opened his 
eyes, and he saw that he was hovering just over the heads of a group of children shuffling around the 
entranceway to Fisherville Junior High. He scanned the crowd. He couldn't see Geddy anywhere, but he did see 
himself, purple paisley shirt and all. He watched as his younger self walked up the stairs and paused 
momentarily, then entered the school building. Then everything stopped, and people started walking in reverse, 
just as if a movie was being rewound. He had a sensation in his stomach like being in the tallest elevator in the 


world right after the cable snapped, and then he found himself looking out through his 13-year-old eyes. 


It was uncanny. He wasn't only in his body, he suddenly remembered everything about that moment with 
crystal clarity. It was the first day at his brand-new school. No one knew him here, and it was going to be his 
chance to reinvent himself as a cool guy. He'd grown a few inches during the summer and that had not only 
given him an excuse to beg his mom for new clothes (including the aforementioned paisley shirt), it had also 
slimmed him down some. No one was going to call him "Fatty" or “Tubbo" at Fishervillel No, he was going to be 


a whole new Alex from here on out. 


But what was his big change supposed to be here? All he had done was go to school. He hadn't even seen 
Geddy. Confused, he paused and looked around. He was about to give up and go inside anyway when he noticed a 
scuffle taking place off to the side of the milling throng of kids. He walked over to see what the fuss was 
about. 


A small group of children were standing in a circle, watching four kids in the center. There were three guys 
that Alex remembered as class jerks, and they were clustered around someone very familiar and beloved to 
Alex, shoving him between the three of them. Every time Geddy tried to get away, one of them was always 


there to catch him and keep him from leaving (sometimes aided by one or two of the onlookers). 


"Ow, stop it, you guys, stop it!" Geddy looked so tiny and scared. He was dressed in a suit, for some reason, 
and his voice wasn't even close to changing yet. Alex's heart melted to see him getting picked on, and he began 


to force his way through the growing crowd of gawkers. 


"Did you hear that? WHINE-rib wants us to stop! What are you going to do, Whiny? Tell your old man on us? 


Oh, wait, guess you can't." 


"Shut up about my father!" Geddy looked simultaneously enraged and on the verge of tears. The bigger boys 
laughed cruelly and sped up their three-way game of human catch. Finally, after what seemed like forever, 


Alex was able to elbow his way through the crowd into the inner circle. 


"Stop it! Just stop it, you assholes!" There was a collective gasp from the crowd, and everyone, including 


Geddy, froze and slowly turned their heads toward Alex. 


"Who the fuck are you?" asked Steve, the main bully, not to be outdone in the profanity department. 

"It doesn't matter who | am! Leave that kid alone!" 

"Who's gonna make us?" sneered Bob, one of the two backup bullies. 

"l." Suddenly, Alex wasn't feeling quite so sure of himself. "| guess / aml!" 

Alex found himself airborne as he was lifted off his feet by one or the other of the hormone cases, then 
abruptly cast to the ground as the collar of his new shirt gave way. He sat down on the pavement, hard, and 
was bracing himself for a barrage of fists and kicks when the school bell rang. The crowd dispersed quickly, 
leaving him, Geddy, and the three bullies to stare at each other. Amazingly, the bullies blinked first. 


"Don't think this is the end of this. We'll get you, Fatass!" 


"Yeah, Fatass!" echoed the as-yet-unheard from bully, who Alex now remembered was named Wayne. Steve 


gave Geddy one last halfhearted jostle with his shoulder, and the three slouched up the stairs into the school. 
Well, there went the whole new-school-new-Alex plan. He looked over at Geddy, though, and he knew it was all 
worth it. The smaller boy was grinning from ear to ear (God, / missed that smile thought Alex), and extending 
his hand to help Alex up. Alex grasped it and got to his feet. 

"Thanks, man! You really saved my life, there!" 

‘Its no problem. | hate guys like that!" 

"Yeah, you and me both. You're new here, aren't you?" 


"Yep. I'm Alex." 


"Hi, Alex! My name's Geddy. Well, it's Gary, but everybody calls me Geddy." His beaming smile suddenly became 
a worried frown. "Oh, no! Your shirt got ripped.. | hope you won't get into trouble for it" 


"Nah, that's okay. | don't think my mom liked it much anyway." The truth was that he probably would catch 


some minor hell for wrecking his new clothes, but, again, worth it. 


"IFs really cool! | wish my mom would let me wear something like that. She even makes me wear this stupid 


suit on the first day. No wonder those apes pick on me." 
"They're just idiots, don't worry about them. You're pretty cool." 


Geddy stopped and blinked at Alex for a moment, clearly stunned. "Wow, uh, thanks.." He blushed. "We'd better 


get in there. We'll be late for class, and then we'll really be in trouble." 

"Sounds good to me. So, what do you like to do? Play any instruments?" 

"Im learning to play guitar, but km really bad at it. Why do you ask?" 

No reason" Alex grinned and started up the steps next to his new friend. Then, the ear-popping, stomach- 
churning sensation returned and the next thing he knew, he was back in the desert, and the Watchmaker was 


giving him a round of sarcastic applause. 


"Very nicel You didn't obliviously let him get beaten to a pulp! What a humanitarian! Well, that was your 
warmup; are you ready for the next thrilling episode of ‘Alex isn't quite such a douche after all?" 


"Bring it on" 


Freewill 


"Well, then, what are you doing on the ground?" 


Alex looked around, startled. He hadn't noticed that he had somehow landed on his ass, but there he was, 
planted in the desert sand. Pride somewhat bruised, he stood and brushed himself off. 


"Hmph. Can we get on with this?" 
"Whatever you want, Boss." The Watchmaker reached out and clasped his hands. 


Again, the nausea flowed over Alex like a wave. It seemed a little less severe this time, though. Maybe he was 


getting used to this. 

Just beneath his floating vantage point, he saw himself as a teenager, talking, drinking beer, and smoking weed 
with John Rutsey in the dim yellow light of Rutsey's garage. (John's folks were divorced, and his dad had a 
much more freewheeling philosophy of parenting than Alex's parents did, to say the least) The chill in the air 
and the scarlet and orange leaves on the trees visible through the small, high-set window told Alex it was fall. 
John took a long pull off the joint between his fingers. His voice croaked a little bit as he spoke through the 
smoke in his throat. "So, yeah, Jeff said he'd be willing to come over and check us out. If we're good enough, 
he'll join us." 

"Is he really that good?" 

"He's pretty good, yeah. Plus he's been around a while, so he knows people who can get us gigs." 

"What about Ged, though? He mentioned that he'd like to jam with us." 

"No offense, Al, | know Ged's your friend, but | don't think so." 

"He's really getting good on bass, though." 

"I know, but he's not exactly going to bring the ladies in in droves, you get what l'm sayin?" 

"Well." 


"You know I'm right. He's a good guy, but c'mon. | mean, if you were a girl, would you want to fuck him?" 


Alex saw himself blush, but it was probably too dark in the garage for John to notice. "Okay, okay, | get it. You 


don't have to paint me a picture. Jeffs our man" 


"I knew you'd see it my way." John held up his beer in a toast, but the scene froze before Alex could clink 
bottles. Everything reversed, and WHOOSH! Alex felt the falling sensation again. He opened his eyes, and he was 
there in the garage. 


Wow. Being a kid again was weird, but being a teen was completely surreal. He felt angry, confused, and horny. 


Very, very horny. 


Horny and determined. He had sold Ged out before, but now he was going to put it right. There was no reason 
he shouldn't just join the band now, rather than in nine months or so. Just think of all the time it would give 


them to bond! He'd be so grateful. 

"Earth to Živojinović, Earth to Živojinović, come in, Živojinović" 

Alex shook his head a little. John was holding out the joint. He took it and took a small toke. 
‘Sorry, dude. | just spaced out there for a minute." 

"Yeah, no shit! | should cut you off, Amigo." 

"Ha, yeoh. Anyway, what were you saying?" 


"| said, Jeff Jones is willing to join up with us, if he thinks we're good enough. Which he will, ‘cause we're 


fucking amazing." 

"But what about Ged? He'd be great, | think" 

"Ehhhhh, Ged. You know, man, | know the two of you are tight, but | just don't think it's a good idea" 
"Why not?" 


John sighed. "Al, let me spell it out for you. We started this band so that we could meet girls, and girls aren't 
really into guys that look like that." 


"Like what?" 
"Nearsighted anteaters." 
"Don't be an asshole, John. Ged's pretty good-looking, actually.” 


"| don't even want to know why you're checking him out, but whatever. Jeff knows a lot of people, and he can 


get us a lot of gigs. Ged knows even fewer people than we do." 


"| don't care. | think we should give Ged a shot. If he doesn't work out, he doesn't work out" 


"| already talked to Jeff, for Christ's sake!" John was clearly getting annoyed. Oh, well, too bad He was standing 
his ground on this. 


"So what? You know, | have just as much say in this as you do. If you aren't willing to let Ged in the band, 


then I'm gonna walk and you and Jeff can find yourselves a guitarist” 


"Jeez, what, do you have some sort of secret love for the guy? If you really care that much, then fine. Call 


your precious buddy and tell him he's in" He got up from his lawn chair and waved dismissively toward Alex. 


"Get out, I'm tired. | wanna watch the tube." 

"Thanks, John, you won't regret this!" 

‘| already do, but you're welcome." 

Alex took a moment to douse himself in cologne and cram a stick of gum in his mouth to cover the smells of 
weed and beer, then practically skipped across the street to his house. He knew John was pissed, but he'd get 
over it. Geddy was a great bass player! He'd always felt bad that he'd left Ged out of the band at first, and 


now it was going to be fixed. 


As soon as he got in the front door, he dove for the phone, pleased that he still remembered the Weinribs' 


number after all these years. The phone rang four times, and then Ged's mom answered, sounding worried. 
"Yes? Yes? Who is this?" 


Shit. He'd forgotten that Ged's mom didn't like for him to talk on the phone in the evening. Oops. Well, the 


damage was done now. 

"Hi, Mrs. Weinrib. Is Geddy there?" 

"Alex, it's very late. He's doing his homework now." 

‘I'm sorry, Mrs. Weinrib. I'll be fast. |, uh.. | wanted to ask him something about algebra" 
A pause. "Well, all right" He heard her put down the phone and then yell up the stairs. 
"Geddy! Geddy! Alex is on za telephone!" 

He heard footsteps, and Geddy's mother's voice in the background. 

"What did | tell you to tell your friends about calling so late?" 


‘lm sorry, Mama." 


"Don't be long, You need to get your work done and go to bed. You have school tomorrow!" 

"Yes, Mama’ 

Alex felt tears of joy spring to his eyes when he heard Geddy's voice on the other end of the line 

"Alex? What's up? You know l'm not allowed to get phone calls after dinner.” 

"| know, Ged, l'm sorry, | just have great news, and | couldn't wait to talk to you!" 

"Oh, really? What's this great news?" 

"Well, | was talking to John, and he and | want you to be in the band!" 

"Oh 

"Just ‘oh? | thought you'd be excited! You're always saying that you want to play with me" 

Geddy cleared his throat. "| do, | do, it's just. Well, uh, 'm already in a band. Just started" 

"What? With who?" 

"Some guys from my school. You don't know them" Alex had always hated that he and Geddy had been 
separated in Grade 10, and he hated it even more at this moment. "We were talking about it today in study hall 
| was going to tell you about it, but you were already over at John's by the time | got home" 

"Well, tell them you changed your mind!" God, why was he being such a pain? 

"| don't want to let them down" 

"What about letting me down, Ged?" 

‘Im really sorry, Alex, | am.. But | told them I'd join them first. Don't you have that Jeff guy, anyhow?" 
Alex was struggling to keep his cool, but unfortunately, the adolescent hormones flooding his brain weren't 


having it. His blood was fairly steaming with the injustice and disappointment of it all. "I told John I'd rather 
have you But you know what? That's fine. Just fine. | see who your real friends are." 


"What? That's not how it is!" 


"Whatever, and you know, | didn't have to do this for you. | was doing you a favor because | felt bad!" 


Oof, no, crap. As soon as the words came out of his mouth, Alex wished he could pull them in again, but there 
was no taking any of it back. Geddy said nothing for a moment, then Alex heard his voice hiss from the 
handset. He knew from long experience to watch out when Ged's voice dropped from a shout to a whisper, and 


as he answered, his voice was very quiet indeed, his pronunciation exaggeratedly precise. 


"Well, Alex, | never asked you to do me any favors. | apologize for making you go out of your way for my 
sorry self. Don't worry, though, you won't have to feel bad for me ever again, because l'm not gonna talk to 


you ever again!" His voice cracked, and there was a click as he hung up the phone. 


Alex sunk down into the chair next to the telephone and buried his head in his hands. Shit shit shit. He had just 
been trying to make things perfect. How had it all gone so wrong? Then he felt his stomach drop as he was 
reverse-bungeed back into his middle-aged frame. 


He managed to stay on his feet this time, but it was a challenge. He wobbled a bit, then caught his balance. 


Blinking several times, he focused on the smirking face of the Watchmaker. 
"Oh, very nice. Well done. Your goal was to antagonize and alienate him, wasn't it?" 


Alex's heart was beating loud and fast in his ears. No, it couldn't end like this.. He lunged forward and grabbed 
the satin-clad shoulders of the Watchmaker, shaking him slightly. 


"You have to let me go back! | have to fix this!" 


‘Oh, | don't have to do anything." The Watchmaker tried to pull away from Alex, but he retained his death grip. 
He grimaced and continued. "Remember, | told you that just because you want something to happen, it's not 
necessarily going to come out like that. But do you listen? No. No, you do not. The person you supposedly love 
most in the world doesn't roll over for you immediately, and you blow up on him. Why should | send you back? 


You wanna mess things up more?" 


"No, God, no, | promise, | won't! I'm just so new to this.. I've learned my lesson, | really have! He can do what he 
wants, | don't care, just don't make me leave things like this!" 


The Watchmaker sighed, then rolled his eyes. "Okay, this one time you can do it, if you promise to let go of me 
and never grope me again But I'm not sending you back so that you can rehash and rechew everything again 
like a soup bone or something. I'm going to send you back to where | took you out, and you can see if you can 
repair it from there." 

"Oh, oh, thank you.. I'll do things right this time, | promise!" 

"Yeah, whatever, Tough Guy. Take my hands before | change my mind." 


Alex did as he was told, and, after the usual discomfort, found himself back in his slumping teenage body. He 
reached to grab the phone again, but thought better of it. Ged needed time to cool off, and besides, he was 


probably already in trouble with his mom. 

Speaking of mothers, Alex looked up to see his mother standing in the doorway. 
“Aleksandar, what is going on? Why are you shouting?" 

‘I'm sorry, Mom. | just got into an argument with Ged, that's all. 


"So silly, yelling at your friend" She shook her head. "What are we going to do with you, eh?" Her expression 
softened, and she ruffled his hair. "Don't worry, things will be brighter in the morning. Now go upstairs, it's 
past your bedtime! And wash some of that perfume off, you smell awful!" 


Alex climbed the stairs of his childhood home, struck by the vertigo-inducing sensation of viewing the familiar 
through eyes grown unaccustomed to the scene. He smiled wryly as he opened the door to his bedroom. He 
had thought it looked so cool, back in the day, but now it just looked like a rejected set from The Brady Bunch. 
The Zeppelin poster was still pretty awesome, though. He flopped down on his bed and tried to think about what 
he should do. He pondered for a while, but no matter how he sliced it, the only thing he could think to do was 
man up and tell Ged he was sorry, then hope that he would forgive him. Well, it wasn't like things could get a 


lot worse, anyway. 

He tossed and turned through the night, waiting for the moment it would be early enough to leave the house. 
At sunrise, he jumped out of bed and got hurriedly dressed, then grabbed a piece of toast from his startled 
mother and ran out the front door. He hopped on his bike and rode the familiar four blocks to Geddy's house. 


He stopped just short of Ged's street, and waited around the corner in the cover of a huge maple. 


He didn't have to wait long. In about I5 minutes, he heard the familiar voice of his dearest one, bickering with 


his younger brother. 

"Allan, just shut up and do it, okay?" 

"But Ged, | don't wanna work after school today!" 

‘Listen, Id do it for you, and --" He stopped short as he saw Alex, hiding behind the tree. His eyes narrowed, 


but he said nothing and kept walking. Alex left his bike leaning against the trunk and fell into step beside him. 


Allan smiled and waved. 

"Hi, Alex!" 

Geddy cuffed his brother lightly on the back of the head. "We're not talking to him, Allan. Just keep walking.” 
"We're not? Huh?" 


Geddy set his mouth into a straight line and sped up. Alex sped up, too. They went about half a block before 


Geddy stopped and spun around to face him. 
"WHAT? Do you not get that | don't want to see you?" 


"Ged, I'm sorry, | didn't mean what | said. | was just really disappointed that you didn't want to play with me. | 
want to play with youl" 


"| never said that | didn't want to play with youl" 


Allan, who had been standing off to the side, broke in. "Yeahhh, I'm going to go to school now. You guys can 
figure out who's going to play with who or if you're going to play with yourselves or whatever." He started 
down the sidewalk, shaking his head as he went. 


Geddy watched him walk away for a moment, then turned back to Alex. "I never said | didn't want to play with 
youl | wanted to be in your stupid band, but you never asked me! Then, as soon as | get a band of my own, 
you get all pissed that I'm not waiting around for you to call me.. You don't have any time for me anyway; 


you're always hanging around with John" He frowned and seemed to concentrate deeply on his thumbnail 


Oh, wow. Alex had never realized that Geddy was jealous of his friendship with John. John was a good pal, sure, 


but he had never meant half as much to Alex as Geddy did. 


"Ged, I'm so sorry. I'm an idiot. I've been all wrapped up in the band, but | miss hanging out with you. That's 
why | was so excited." He wanted to go on, but stopped himself. No sense in coming on too gushy. After all, he 
was supposed to be lb. He sighed. "Anyway, | just wanted to tell you that | never felt sorry for you.. You're a 
really good bass player, and you sing good, and you're my best friend, so | wanted you to be in the band with 
me, and then | got really disappointed, so | said some dumb stuff" 


Geddy looked over the rims of his glasses at Alex. His expression had softened a little. "Really, Lerxst? l'm your 


best friend?" 


Alex smiled a little. "Who else? I'm just bad at showing it. Anyway, | understand if you're mad at me. l'm a jerk. 
| just hope you'll want to be friends again someday." 


"I still want to be your --" he blushed suddenly, and coughed, then seemed to recover. "I still want to be your 


friend, Alex. | just can't be in the band. ls that okay?" 


Alex's smile grew. "Of course! And you know what? If things don't work out with the guys from your school, 


the offer still stands, got it?" 


"Got it" Geddy grinned, then glanced at his watch. "Ah, crap. I'm gonna be late for class if | don't hustle. Talk to 


you later?" 


"Yeah, yeah, I'll call you after school. Maybe we can hang out this weekend?" 


“Sure, that would be great!" He gave one last shining glance at Alex, then waved and set off at a jog in the 
direction of his school. As Alex went back to the tree and got on his bike, the world again swung topsy-turvy, 
and he found himself back in the desert, once again face-to-face with the Watchmaker. 


In the Mood 


"There, you see? | fixed everything okay." 

"Well, all right," The Watchmaker said, grudgingly. "You fixed it. Barely. Good for you." 

"Told you. What's next?" 

‘Oh, I've got a doozie in store for you. Ready?" 

| was born ready." 

"Okay, then, grab on" 

Alex reached out and grabbed the Watchmaker's hands, and the desert again spun and squirmed around him. 
When his vision cleared, he saw the figures of two young men, staggering down a nighttime sidewalk, leaning up 
against each other for support. Oh, he knew what day this was.. Wow, ol Watchy sure got this one wrong. What 
would | change about my first time with Ged? He grinned as he floated closer, hearing himself grouchily slurring 
at his companion. 

"Fuckin: bitch, stringi me along." 


"Yeah..." 


"Goes to the party with me, leaves with fuckin’ Bob Sherman, fuckin’ bitch. Just ‘cause he has a fancy car and 


the same name as a stupid teenybopper singer." 
"You're too good for her, Lerxst:" 
"Damn right | am. Damn right." 


He stopped for a minute, swaying slightly. Geddy stopped as well, then turned to face him. "Wass wrong, 


‘Lexie?" 

Alex saw himself shake his head. "I'm never gonna get laid, am |?" 

"Who? OF course you are.." 

Alex put his hands in his pockets and stumbled angrily onward. "Fuck Fuck! l'm so fuckin’ pissed." 


Geddy trotted along behind him, putting his hand on Alex's shoulder. "Don' worry, Alex. ‘Sgonna be okay. I'm 


here." 


"Oh, sure, what'm | gon’ do, jus hang out with you firever?" The adult Alex winced as he saw the heartbroken 
look that crossed Geddy's face. His teenage self must have sensed something, too, because he groaned. "God, 
I'm sorry, Ged, I'm jus! not myself ri now." 

"Its... It's okay, Alex. | unnerstand. | wouldn’ wanna spend all my time with me, either." 

"No, Ged, | didn’ mean it.. It's jus'.. Urrrgh, I'm so fuckin’ horny all the time, | can't think straight!" 

"Me too," Geddy answered meekly. 

"Too bad we can't jus' fuck each other, huh?" 


"Heh. Heh. Yeah." 


They walked along for a while in silence, then Alex saw Geddy's shoulders heave as he took in a deep breath. "| 
would." 


"You would what?" 

I'd uh, do stuff with you." 

"We're doin’ stuff now, like walkin’ home from the party." 

"Naw, | mean, like, y'know, sex stuff.. If | was a girl, | mean, you know. I'd go out with you. You're great." 

"Aw, thanks, Ged. You're a good frien’, even if you do talk like a pussy sometimes.” He socked Geddy on the 
shoulder and walked on. From his perspective, Alex could see Geddy rub his shoulder for a moment, and then 
follow along behind, forever loyal. 

Man, | never realized what a dick | was. There he was, felling me how he felt, and | totally made fun of him for it 
The pair reached Alex's house, went inside, and clumsily stumbled up the stairs, trying not to wake Alex's 
parents. They entered Alex's bedroom, stripped down to their underwear, and lay down, Alex on his bed and 
Geddy on the floor. They lay quietly for a while, then Alex spoke. 

"Hey, hey, Ged?" 

"Yeah?" 


"You wanna come up here, with me?" 


"Sure." 


Geddy crawled up and lay beside him. Another few moments of silence passed. 

"Ged?" 

"Yeah?" 

"You still horny?" 

Geddy shifted uneasily. "Yeah" 

"Me too. Did you, uh, mean what you said?" 

"About what?" 

"About, umm, about doing stuff with me?" 

"Oh, that. Uh, yeah, |, uh, guess so. 

"You wanna try it?" 

"|, um, okay." 

Tentatively, Geddy reached over and placed a hand on Alex's thigh. 

"That's not quite the right spot, there, Ged” 

"Sorry, sorry, lm just. Sorry." He moved his hand further in, and Alex watched in wide-eyed wonder as Geddy 
reached down the front of his jockey shorts and awkwardly jerked him off. Fuck, can ghosts or whatever the 
fuck | am get hardons? ‘Cause this is hot It was over quickly, and then Alex's arousal turned to shame as he 
watched himself mumble a quick thanks, then roll over and start snoring. Geddy shook him awake. 

"Alex?" 

"Hmmwha?" 

"Alex, are you going fo, | mean, um, would you.. Do me?" 

"Ugh, Ged, Im fucking tired and | have the spins. Ill get you tomorrow, ‘kay?" 


"0-okay, Alex." 


Everything went dark, and then just as suddenly, it was morning. Guess / cant remember what | wasnt awake fo 


see. He watched himself open his eyes and gingerly turn over to face Geddy, who was smiling shyly but 


expectantly. 
"Hey, there, Lerxst” 

"Oh, huh, hey, Ged Whoo! Some party last night, huh?" 

"Yeah, uh, say, about that." 

"Whoo! Yeah, uh, that was pretty crazy... Yeah, wow, | was really drunk!" 

"Uh, yeah. 

"Seriously, though, Ged, What happened.. Uh... Let's forget about that, okay?" 

"Oh, oh, okay, uh, | guess." 

"Good! | mean, it's not like we'd ever do anything like that again, you know?" 

"No... No, we wouldn't, Alex" Geddy flipped over onto his stomach and buried his face in the pillow 

Then everything was moving backward, and he started to feel the familiar gut-wrenching sensation as he 
swooped down into his teenage body. Shi, why ddht I remember what an asshole | was? God, if only I hadn't 
gotten so blitzed at the party.. Oh, crap, thats iH He thrashed around, trying to somehow push against the air. 


"Hey! Hey! No! Watchmaker! Hey!" 


His downward progress stopped, and there was a popping sound as The Watchmaker's head appeared next to 


him. 

"What? What are you bellowing about?" 

"Listen, take me back further, please?" 

"Why? This is where the memory started." 

"I know, | know, but | need to start back further to make this right." 

"Back how far? The womb?" 

"No, no, not that bad, seriously. Please? Just a few hours? Before the party." 


The Watchmaker huffed and puffed, rolling his eyes. "Oh, what the hell. Okay, you get your stupid wish. | dont 


see how it's going to help. Dig your own grave." 


Alex was stuck in midair as the scene continued to scroll backward. In reverse, he saw himself and Geddy at 
the party, cup after cup of cheap beer filling up in their hands and flowing back into the keg. He saw his date, 
Julie, leave Bob Sherman's side and cling to him, which he had to admit gave him a slight burst of pleasure. He 
saw himself and Julie walk backwards out of the party house, with Geddy a few steps behind, and zip down the 
street. 

A few more seconds of this, and Alex found himself dropped down into his teenage self once again. As soon as 
the nausea subsided, he clapped his hands and strode to the phone. He paged through the phone book, then 
picked up the receiver and dialed the number he'd circled in red. 

"Hello?" 

"Hello, ah, Julie?" 

"Hi, Alex! When are you coming over to get me?" 

"Well, thats what I'm calling about. Y'see, uh, | can't go." 

"What? | gave up going to the drive-in tonight to go to this stupid party with you!" 

‘lm sorry, Julie, its just.. Something came up." 

"Oh, screw you.” The click when she slammed down the phone made Alex's ear ring. Oh, well, cant make an 
omelette, etcetera etcetera His heart skipped a beat when he heard the doorbell ring. He dashed to the door, 
throwing it open to reveal Geddy standing there, scrawny and beautiful, in a pair of bell-bottoms and a 
Jefferson Airplane t-shirt. 


"GED!" It was all Alex could do not to hug him right there on the porch. 


"Uh, hey, Alex." Geddy glanced at him, blushed, and then kicked at the Welcome mat with the scuffed toe of his 
Keds. "Are you ready to go?" 


"Y'know, | don't really feel like going to the party after all” 
"Oh, okay, | guess I'll just go home then’ 

"No, Ged, stay! Let's hang out!" 

"Dont you have a date?" 


"Nah, that didn't work out. C'mon, let's go for a walk" 


"Uh, all right." 


Alex trotted down the porch steps and motioned for Geddy to follow. Geddy shuffled along bashfully beside 


him. 

Was he this uncomfortable before? Why didn't | notice? "Is something going on, Ged?" 
"Oh! No, no, nothing's wrong.” 

"Okay, you just seemed kind of quiet, that's all. 

"Nah, l'm okay." 

"All right.” 


They walked along a little more, finding themselves at the neighborhood playground just as the sun began to 
set. Alex smiled at Geddy, then clambered up on top of the jungle gym, reaching a hand out to his friend. 


"Come on up, Ged! Let's sit up here for a while.” 

Geddy nodded and grasped Alex's forearm and climbed up. The pair sat there mutely. 

"Ged, come on What's eating you?" 

"Aw, nothin. m just down in the dumps, | guess." 

"About what?" 

"Ugh, |, uh," he sighed. "Well, |, um, | like somebody, and | don't think they'll ever like me back" 
Alex felt a giant smile grow across his face. "How do you know they don't like you already?" 


"They couldn't, believe me. It's just.. ts really complicated, that's all" He dipped his head, raven hair obscuring 
his face. 


"Hey, Ged?" 
"Yeah?" 
Its not that complicated. | like you, too." 


Geddy gasped and jumped, causing him to lose his balance. Alex watched, horrified, as he scrabbled for a 
handhold on the playground equipment and failed, falling heavily onto his back in the dust of the playground. 


"Ged! Are you okay?" 


Geddy was already rising to his feet and dusting himself off, mumbling under his breath. "Yeah yeah | gotta go 
home talk to you later," he breathed, not looking up. 


Alex jumped from the jungle gym, landing lightly on his feet. "Ged, c'mon, don't go, I'm sorry, | thought you 
were talking about me." 


Geddy stopped and ran his fingers through his hair. "Fuck. | was talking about you, Alex. That's why | gotta go." 


"What? Hey, hey! Ged, usually when people find out that the person they like likes them back, they're happy 
about it!" 


Geddy turned on his heel, facing Alex. "Why," he shouted. "Why should | be happy? All this means is that we're 
both sick perverts!" 


"Ged, no! No, we're not! Please!" He reached out a desperate hand and clutched at Geddy's bicep. Geddy shook 
him off, violently. 


"| gotta go." Before Alex could say anything else, Geddy was off, running down the gravel path as he watched 
helplessly. 


Well, fuck. 


Speed of Love 


"No, wait, Geddy, stop!" Alex felt his stomach start to flutter. No, no, no, not now.. He tensed his muscles and 
tried as hard as he could to make himself very, very, heavy, but he still could feel himself being lifted out of 
his body. 


"Nolll" He screamed it out loud this time, and somehow, miraculously, The Watchmaker seemed to listen The 


Tingling, queasy sensation stopped, and the world ceased spinning. 


"Thank you," he whispered. Now he just had to figure out how to un-ruin his life and Geddy's. He'd gone way, 
way too fast. He'd been so used to the way things were that he'd forgotten the way things had been. He'd 
forgotten how wrong and dirty it had felt to love another man.. Poor Ged, no wonder he'd been freaking out. 


He couldn't just let him go. He loved him far too much for that, and he'd worked too hard to get to this place. 


But what could he do to convince him? He stood there for a while, feeling his heart rip in two. 

Head spinning, Alex trudged up the path and out of the playground. He let his feet lead him to Geddy's house, 
where with shaking knees he made his way to the front door. Oh, please, please. He rang the doorbell, and 
Geddy's mother answered, wearing a housecoat and looking very cross. 

"Vhat? Who is -- Oh, Alex!" 

"Hi, Mrs. Weinrib. Is Geddy here?" 

"He just came home! He said his head hurt him, so he went to bed. Wasn't he with you?" 


"Oh, uh, yes! Yes, | just wanted to make sure he got home all right" 


"You should have walked him home, you were so worried. Ah, well, call tomorrow, I'm sure he will be feeling 


much better." 
‘Okay, Mrs. Weinrib, I'll do that." 


Alex felt the heaviness of sorrow weigh down his shoulders as he dragged his emotionally battered frame 
across the porch and down onto the sidewalk He stopped for a moment and turned around to glance back at 
the house when he saw a flash of a white face at an upstairs window. Geddy. He looked around, and his gaze 
fell on the large elm tree in the Weinrib's side yard. 


Oh, boy, this is really stupid, Alex chided himself as he found a foothold near the bottom of the trunk At least 
he had the body of a young man There was no way in hell that his middle-aged body would be able to pull off 
a stunt like this. 


Grunting and huffing and puffing slightly, Alex boosted himself up the branches until he found one that was 
more or less at the same level as Geddy's bedroom window, then reached out a trembling hand, and, willing 


himself not to look down, tapped on the glass. 


Nothing. Crud. Well, that was pointless. He was just beginning to try to figure out how he was going to get down 


when Geddy's face again came into view, frowning extravagantly. 
"Go away," he mouthed. 
Alex's eyes swam with uncried tears as he placed his hand over his heart. "Open the window, Geddy, please?" 


Geddy sighed and rested his forehead against the windowpane, and Alex fought back the urge to risk his neck 
and press his lips against the cool glass. Finally, shaking his head, Geddy opened the window. 


"Alex, what do you think you're doing up here? You'll get yourself killed” 

"| just had to see you, Ged. Please don't end things like this” 

"| cant hang out with you any more. Im sorry." 

"But why?" 

"You know why’ 

"It doesnt make any sense, Ged" 

"Yes, it does. When I'm with you, | can't think. Clean thoughts’ 

"The feeling's mutual" 

"And thats why | can't be your friend! Why is that so hard for you to see?" 

"Ged, please. | know this is tough, but give me a chance" Geddy scowled, but didn't interrupt him. "| know -- | 
know this isn't how you thought things would be.. Believe me, | didn't plan to feel this way about you, either. 
But | do, and, well, | don't think that pretending | don't feel it is going to make it go away. And | don't want it to 


go away, either, | don't think” 


Geddy chewed on his lip and inspected a paint chip on the windowsill. He murmured something that Alex couldn't 


quite make out. 
"What was that, Ged?" 


"| said ‘WHY CAN'T | JUST FUCKING BE NORMAL FOR A CHANGE?!" 


Alex flinched at the shout, and before he could answer, he heard Geddy's bedroom door open, and saw a thin 


crack of light from the hallway beyond. 
"Geddy? Geddy? Who are you talking to?" 
"N-no one, Mama. | was talking to myself" 
"Well, stop it. A crazy person, you sound like 
"Yes, Marna" 


The door clicked shut, and Geddy turned his head and was quiet, apparently waiting for his mother to walk back 


down the stairs. After a few moments he turned back, glaring when he saw that Alex perched on the branch. 


"What are you still doing here? Get out of here before you get us both in trouble, or before you break your 


stupid neck or something." 
"Not until you talk to me." 
"Fine. Ill talk to you. Tomorrow. Not that it's going to do any good, mind you." 
"Not tomorrow, Ged, now." 


Geddy motioned to shut the window. Desperate and out of options, Alex shook the branch he was sitting on and 
flailed a bit, for effect. 


"Whoa! Whooooaal" 
Concerned, Geddy stopped and stuck his head out. 
"Lerxst! Are you okay?" 


"Whoo! Yeah, yeah, | think I'm okay.. For now. I'm just going to hang out here until you're ready to talk. Don't 


worry, Im sure I'll be able to hang on and won't fall asleep and plummet to my death." 


Geddy exhaled exasperatedly and rolled his eyes. "Fine. You wanna talk? Let's talk. I've been in love with you for, 
oh," he took a deep breath, continuing shakily, "a while now. But | keep hoping itll stop and | can be like 
everybody else for once. And | was getting pretty good at ignoring how | felt, until you ruined it tonight" 


"Why didn't you say something before? | mean, you only started acting different a few hours ago; | had no 


idea." 


Geddy breathed out and examined his fingernails. "I don't know how long I've been acting different, but I've been 
dying forever." He sucked his lower lip, and even from his perch on the branch it was all Alex could do not to 
lunge forward and claim his mouth. "But.. This.. We can't" He made a helpless gesture. 


"Geddy, I've been wanting you as long as you've been wanting me, | promise." 


"That doesn't matter. It doesn't solve anything, don't you see?" He seemed to be on the verge of tears. "God, it 
would be so much better if you just found some girl and fell in love with her." 


"Sorry, Ged, | can't. I'm already in love with you." 


In the yellowed light of the streetlight, Alex saw Geddy's knuckles turn white on the sill as he gripped it harder. 
"Don't say that, Alex." 


"Why? It's the truth." 
"It just makes it hurt worse to know that, because we can't ever be together.” 
"We could try it” 


"Oh, sure, that would be great. My mom, your mom and dad, they'll all be so proud of us. Dropouts and 
fairies? What's not to be proud of? I'm sure that's exactly what they had in mind when they came to Canada." 


‘Oh, Ged, is that what you're worried about? Don't think about them, think about you. What do you want?" 


| want you, | told you that.” He blushed. "But it's not just what people will think. I'm scared. Sure, you say you 
love me now, but for how long? What's gonna happen to me when you decide you want to be normal, and you 
leave me in the dust? | don't know if | can stand that." 


"God, don't worry about that! I've been in love with you for a long time! | dunno, 40 years at least." He grinned 


at Geddy, and he was gratified to see Geddy smile back. 
"Wow, that's amazing, seeing as how you're only I" 


"Well, that's how hard | love you." He heard the unintended double-entendre as it left his lips, and it was his 
turn to blush. Gathering his courage, he inched almost imperceptibly forward on the branch and reached out a 


shaking hand to cover Geddy's. Geddy finally looked up, and his eyes met Alex's. 


"Please, Ged? Please give me a chance? | promise, no one has to know unless you want them to know, and | 


promise that I'll never push. If I'm moving too fast, all you'll have to do is tell me, and I'll stop. Please? | need 


you." 


Geddy's mouth opened and closed a few times before he found his voice. "0-o-okay, Lerxst. Just don't.. Ugh.” 


"Just don't what, Ged? You can tell me." 
"Just don't break my heart, please?" 
"Never." Alex felt a grin spread across his face so big that it made his cheeks hurt. "See you tomorrow?" 


Geddy nodded. "Yeah. See you tomorrow." He gave Alex a last, tentative smile, then shut the window and turned 
back into his bedroom. Beaming like an idiot, Alex carefully shimmied down the tree, then danced all the way 


home. 


The next few weeks were some of the most frustrating and the most wonderful of Alex's life. He had to move 
slowly -- actually, slow was hardly the word for it. Geddy was so unsure of himself, so bashful, so untouched, 
but that was part of what made everything so incredibly luscious. It took a week before he would even let 
Alex hold his hand in the privacy of Alex's bedroom, but when he finally did, the simple skin-to-skin contact 


between their sweaty palms made Alex's spine tingle with pleasure. 


It took another week, but eventually Geddy let Alex kiss him. They were simple, chaste little closed-mouth 
kisses, but they still sent Alex shivering under innumerable cold showers. It also made him realize that they 
would sooner or later need somewhere to go where they could be alone. They could hang out in each other's 
rooms for hours without attracting much attention, but Geddy shared a room with his brother, and Alex's 
mom had a bad habit of popping in to his bedroom unannounced. He was sitting on his bed, pondering the 


situation, when a glance out the window gave him the solution he needed. 


The treehouse. His dad built it for him the first week they lived in their Toronto house, gruffly proud to do 
something so very Canadian for his only son. Truthfully, Alex hadn't used it much in the past few years, but 
his father was an excellent amateur carpenter, and the little structure still looked sturdy and stable. He'd 
convinced Geddy to give their love a chance up in a tree, so didn't it make sense for him to prove his love up 
in a different tree? Plus, his mother was terrified of heights, so she'd be sure to leave them alone up there. 


Very quickly, the treehouse became Alex and Geddy's special spot. Alex had had to do some verbal 
maneuvering when his parents became suspicious of his renewed interest in the small building, but with careful 
application of sincere tones and puppy-dog eyes, he was able to convince them that they were doing nothing 


more scandalous than reading comic books and talking about girls. 


They weren't doing anything much more scandalous than that, anyway. Sure, since they'd gotten more privacy 
things had begun to heat up a bit faster, but they'd still not gone any further than a little tongue kissing. 
Every time Alex tried to move his hands south of the sharp points of Geddy's shoulder joints, he was gently 
but firmly shut down. It didn't matter. It was incredible. 


Of course, being teenagers of that particular era, kissing and snuggling wasn't quite all they did in the 
treehouse. The freedom from parental supervision also provided an excellent opportunity to smoke a joint or 


steal sips from a stolen bottle of cloying kosher wine swiped from Geddy's mother's liquor cabinet. 


The sun struggled to cut through the late-afternoon haze and the clouds of stale hash smoke as the young 
men lay together on a blanket against one wall of the treehouse. It had been about a month since Alex had 
convinced Geddy to take a chance on loving him, and as such the two were celebrating an anniversary of sorts. 
The hash had been pretty strong, and Alex felt drowsy, lazy, and intensely happy as he stroked his fingertips 
lightly over Geddy's neck and face. He reverently traced his darling's lips, and was pleasantly shocked when 
Geddy opened his mouth, taking Alex's fingertip between his lips and sucking gently. It was the most blatantly 
sexual thing Geddy had ever done with him, and Alex was unable to suppress a groan of pleasure. 


"Ohhh, Ged." 


Geddy smiled a little wickedly, and the smolder in his eyes sent a dizzying wave of lust through Alex, ending in 
his groin Geddy sat up slightly and pressed his mouth to Alex's ear. 


"Alex?" 

Alex swallowed, his mouth dry. "Yes, Ged?" 

"I think l'm ready." 

Alex squeezed his eyes tight as he fought his body and his instincts for control. He clutched Geddy to him. 
"Oh, Geddy.. Mmph.. God, thank you, but.. Not now." He could feel the tension re-enter Geddy's body as he 
pushed away from him, laying back down on the blanket. His look of desire was now replaced by one of pain, 
tears glistening in those beloved hazel eyes. 

"| waited too long -- | waited too long, and now you don't want me any more." 


Alex had never heard Geddy sound more miserable, and it twisted his insides into knots. 


"No, Ged, that's not it at alll Its just -- I'm pretty high right now, and | think you are too, and | don't want it 


to be like that, y'know? | want to be completely here, | dont want to get distracted or miss a single second! 
Geddy gave a reluctant smile, but just as quickly another shadow crossed over his face 

"But Alex, what if. What if | get scared again, and | can't do it?" 

Alex pressed his lips to Geddy's forehead 

"Well, then Ill wait 


"But for how long?" 


"Forever, of course! You're all that | want, so of course I'll wait." 

‘| love you, Alex." 

"I love you, too, Ged." 

Alex couldn't fight his sleepiness another second, and so he held Geddy close and drifted into a nap. When he 
awoke, he couldn't tell what time it was, but the tiny room was draped in dusky shadows and the peepers from 
the nearby creek had begun to sing. He felt Geddy stir, and then stretch in his arms. 

"Alex?" 

"Hmm?" 


"I'm not high any more." 


"Me neither." He felt the gentle pressure of Geddy's lips against his own, and the puff of his breath as he 
spoke. 


"You know what else?" 

"No, tell me." 

"I'm not afraid. l'm ready, Alex. | want you." 

Alex moaned and cut off his words with a passionate kiss. His fingers gripped Geddy's side tightly as he drew 
him against his body. His hands drifted downward as his senses filled with Geddy's taste, his scent, the feel of 
his flesh. He began to tug at Geddy's belt, when suddenly he felt a great yanking and lifting sensation from 


somewhere deep inside of him. 


What the fuck? He closed his eyes as he spun disoriented through space, then landed on his knees, retching, in 
the middle of a searing desert. 


Between the Wheels 


Alex shook his head groggily, the nausea wracking his digestive track 
"Wha? Where? Huh?" 
The shaggy-haired man in front of him scowled. "I knew it. | knew | never should have left you in that long" 


Alex panted. The desert around him was still blurry and unstable, but he was starting to remember now. Thats 


the Watchmaker. He's.. helping me, kind of. He's really annoying, though. "Urgh... Ged." 
"I think I'd better send you back to your own time. You got way too deep just then" 
"No, no, please.. No.. Send me back to where | just was, please? | was so happy...” 


"What did | tell you about that? | swear, it's like you thought | was joking when | told you the rules! No stay, 


no way." 
"Did you have to take me out just before | got lucky, though?" 


"Yes, you pervert! You'd done what you were there to do, you'd ‘fixed things' as you put it, and your work was 


done. I'm not here to give you your jollies by letting you boink a teenager" 


"Wow, yeah, no fun at all." Alex frowned, remembering The Watchmaker's threat. "But for real, please let me 


keep going.. | mean, unless everything's just perfect from here on out." 

The Watchmaker snorted. "Not a chance! Did you think it was going to be that easy? Some of the stuff you've 
got coming up is going to make what you just did look like a kid's dot-to-dot puzzle! As a matter of fact, are 
you sure you're up for this?" 

‘Of course | aml This is so simple.. Why don't you give me a challenge or something?" 

The Watchmaker flashed an evil grin. "You want a challenge? Fine, you get a challenge. Take my hand 

Alex stood and shook his arms and legs, loosening his tensed muscles. He was acting far cockier than he felt, 
but something in him didn't want to let The Watchmaker see any hint of weakness. "Finally, something hard! Lay 
it on me!" He went to grab The Watchmaker's palms, but stopped. 


"Hey, um, did they.. | mean, did we.. Y'know?" 


The Watchmaker rolled his eyes dramatically. "Yes, yes, they got along just fine without your input and figured 
out how to get laid all on their own, frequently and enthusiastically. Now are you ready to do this or not?" 


Alex grinned. At least his younger self was getting some. "Sure. I'm ready." He reached out and grasped The 
Watchmaker's hands, and the world swung. 


When Alex's eyes focused, he saw himself sitting on the edge of a stage talking to a short, slender girl with 
curly dark hair. Charlene. Geddy stood further back on the stage, glaring. He realized that he was at the Coff- 
In drop-in centre, probably between sets. He zoomed closer. 

Charlene smiled flirtatiously. "So, whatcha doin next weekend?" 


"Nothin’, | don't think We don't have a gig, | know that much." 


"Well, then." She traced her fingertip over Alex's denim-clad thigh."Since you don't have anything else going on, 
what do you say to going out with me? The Sadie Hawkins dance is on Saturday." 


"Oh, um, geez, | dunno." 
"What? You already said you weren't busy. You don't have a girlfriend hidden somewhere, do you?" 
Alex watched himself squirm uncomfortably. "No, no, no girlfriend” 


"Well, then, you have no excuse. I'll see you at seven on Saturday.” Her fingers rippled in a little wave. 


"Byeeeee." 

Alex saw himself blush as he waved back, and saw Geddy stick his tongue out, although whether he as doing it 
at Charlene or him or both of them, he didn't know. He saw himself get up and walk over to Ged and start to 
talk, only to get waved off as John came back from the bathroom. As the band started the next set, time 


sped up cartoonishly until everything was just a blur. 


The nauseating blur screeched to a halt, and as it resolved, Alex saw the backseat of his parents’ old car. Two 


figures wrestled around in the backseat. Alex groaned. He knew exactly what he was looking at. 
Ugh, | really dont need fo see any more. He tried to call out to The Watchmaker that he'd seen enough, but his 


throat wouldn't work, for some reason. Despite his wishes, he floated ever closer, and soon he could hear 


awkward conversation. 
"C'mon Alex, what the hell?" 
"What do you mean?" 
"Don'cha like me?" 


"Yeah, yeah, | like you fine." 


"So why won't you even kiss me, then? Dorcha like girls?" 
"OF course | like girls, what the hell?" 

She rolled her eyes. "I dunno, you seem to really like Geddy" 
"What are you getting af?" 


"Just that the two of you seem pretty cozy, and | asked around, and nobody seems to have ever seen either 
of you date a girl" 


‘I've dated plenty of girls! |, uh, used to have a girlfriend in Buffalo, but she, uh, died" 

‘Oh, my God, that's so sad." 

"Yeah, yeah, it was.. tragic." 

"How did she die?" 

"Uh, she, uh, had.. face cancer." 

"Face cancer? That sounds gross." 

"Oh, uh, yeah, by the end she looked like, uh, a moldy cantaloupe. But | loved her just the same." 

"That's beautiful, Alex. Come here, let me make you feel better." She pulled her top off and lay down in the 
backseat, and everything sped up once again, even faster and for longer this time. When the blur resolved, he 
saw himself standing in his kitchen, talking on the phone. Geddy was sitting at the table behind him, eating a 
peanut butter sandwich off of one of the good plates. Mom must not be home, or she'd skin him for using her 
china, the older Alex thought. his teenaged self hung up the phone and sat down at the table. He was as pale as 
the milk in Geddy's glass. Geddy looked at him, concerned. 


"Everything okay, Lerxst?" 


"Ged --" He reached out and took the sandwich, set it down on the plate, and held Geddy's slender hands in 


his."Ged, do you remember when | went to that dance with Charlene?" 
"Yeah, and | think I'm still a little mad at you over that one." 


"I know.. I'm sorry. | just figured that if | went with her, then maybe people would stop making fun of us, you 
know?" He looked down at Geddy's hands and began stroking the webbing between his thumb and forefinger. 


Geddy nodded and gave him an expectant look. "Well?" 
"Well, what?" 

"Well, what about her? Was that her?" 

"Yeah, it was" 

"What did she want? Another date? Because you know, | don't think I'd be cool with ~~" 
"Ged, there's trouble" 

"What kind of trouble?" 

‘She's... She's pregnant" 

Geddy blinked rapidly. "Why's she telling you?" 

"Ged, its my baby” 

"But you said nothing happened, you said." He trailed off 
"| know. | didn't want you to be angry at me" 


Geddy had turned pale, too. He pushed his chair away from the table and jabbed a shaking finger at Alex. 
"Angry? You didn't want me to be angry that you slept with some slut?" 


"| didn't think I'd ever go out with her again, so you never would need to find out! And she's not a slut, Ged, 


she's a nice girl." 

Geddy snorted. "Yeah, | bet! | bet she's a nice girl who just happens to fuck guys on the first date!" 

"Look, you don't have to be rude about her." 

"Why not? | hate her! And | hate you!" He jumped up, knocking his chair over, and ran out the back door of 
Alex's house. Alex saw himself jump up and tear after him, then everything started to run in reverse. Before 
he could be zapped into his body, though, there were a few things he wanted to get straight. 

"Hey! Hey, Watchmaker!" 


The Watchmaker's face popped into the air next to him. "Yes? You bellowed?" 


"What happened after that?" 


"What do you mean?" 

"Did | catch up to him?" 

"Yes, but it didn't do any good. He never talked to you again." 

"What? That's not how it happened." 

"That's not how it happened in your timeline. Remember, in this one, you and he have been dating for a while. 
You have a serious relationship with him, or at least that's the way he sees it. In your timeline, it's a big oops, 
but in this one It's a betrayal. He's not able to forgive you. You end up convincing Jeff Jones to join the band 
after all, and you have a few good years playing the bar scene, but that's about as far as it goes. Geddy 
never marries. He takes over his mother's store and drops dead of a heart attack at age 40 from the stress 
of competing with Canadian Tire." 

"Ugh." 

"On the other hand, you have Justin, and you marry Charlene and a few years later, there's Adrian. Since 
you're not on tour, you have a lot more time together and you and she figure out that you don't have much 
in common, so you divorce in 1980. You meet a pretty dental hygienist and you remarry, and you're generally 
happy with your domestic bliss. You don't read the paper much, so you don't see Geddy's death notice, and you 
only find out about it after the funeral.” 

"God, that's awful." 


"You don't mind it. You have your little family and you see your kids every other week, so you still get to be a 
father." 


"Still, though. Thats not what | want to have happen! And | can fix it?" 
"Sure, if you don't get Charlene knocked up" 

"But then what about my kids?" 

"Do you not understand where babies come from?" 

"But you cant make me do that!" 

"| cant make you do what?" 


"Choose between Geddy and my kids!" 


"You're right. | can't. You can" 
"What?" 


"All these turning points. They're the ones you chose, not me. You want things to happen differently than they 


did, or we wouldn't be here." 
"There's got to be a mistake. I've never regretted my kids, not ever." 


The Watchmaker shrugged. “Sorry, but those are your options. You can either go down there and try to patch 


this mess up, or you can leave it like it is.” 

Alex groaned. This really really sucked. What could he do, though? He had to find a way to have it all 
"Fine. Fine. | can handle this. Send me down" 

"You're sure?" 

I'm sure, l'm sure. Let's just fucking do this." 


Without a further word, Alex felt himself falling through the sky and woke up at the Coff-In 


